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“By the Laying on
by Prayer”:

of

Hands and

An

Analysis of
Power in the Rite of Ordination
Martha Ellen Stortz
Associate Professor of Historical Theology and Ethics,
Pacific Lutheran Theological Seminary, Berkeley, California

Medieval pilgrims walked the labyrinth in the cathedral at
Chartres in place of a journey to the Holy Land. It was safer
than pilgrimage; it was also more certain. All paths led to the
center. Theseus would have wandered for days in the maze on
Crete, stumbling only onto paths that ended in empty corners;
were it not for Ariadne’s thread, he would have slain the Minotaur and starved without finding center or beginning or end.
The difference between a labyrinth and a maze is this: in a
maze, there are dead-ends and cul-de-sacs; in a labyrinth, all
paths lead to the center.

Ministry:

A

Doctrinal Point of Entry

When

Lutheran theologians have turned to discuss a dochave constructed elaborate dogmatic
mazes. Some, thinking they have stumbled into a labyrinth,
proclaim prematurely that they have arrived at the center: a
central doctrine or passage in Luther or the Confessions toward which every path points. Others admit freely they are
trine of ministry, they

maze of polemical texts, written for and against various and sundry audiences. Yet, these argue, there are some
threads of doctrine which, like Ariadne’s, will lead one out
of the maze of rhetoric and into the Reformer’s key insights.
Finally, a stolid few, unafraid of chaos, post a sign at the beginning of their inquiries: PERMANENT CONSTRUCTION
ZONE/PROCEED WITH CAUTION. For this last craggy
crew of scholars, the best that can be done is to document
the divergences.
The problem is this: ministry, one of the most pressing
issues to the Lutheran churches today, receives scant attention in the Confessions and at times contradictory emphases

in a
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Luther himself. Edgar Carlson notes: “There is surprisingly
little about the office of the ministry in the Confessions, and
where they do treat of it, the discussion of the subject is almost
always incidental to the main theme.” The controversy which
was at the heart of the Confessions, in his interpretation, is
“the Word versus the ministry”.^ In Rome, he continues, the
ministry presided over the Word; in Wittenberg, the Word
in

presided over the ministry.
John Reumann concurs: “... the doctrine of ministry cannot he called a major item in Reformation controversy with
Rome.” 2 This relative inattention is compounded by the fact
that church structure and organization of the office of the ministry were then and continue to be considered adiaphora. Moreover, the church and its ministries are always in the process of
reforming, semper reformanda. Himself caught in this process
of constant reform and revision, Luther reluctantly composed
an order for ordination and then did not publish the one he
composed.^ The resultant diversity of practices in diverse situations derived from the freedom of the Gospel. Everything, including ministry, followed from the Word of God. Everything,
including ministry, was always in the process of reforming.
The problem was that Luther and the Confessions did not
often make clear the connections between the Word of God
and the ordering of the ministry, and when they did, the connections were not univocal often, even in the same treatise!
Moreover, the process of reforming was entirely in God’s hands,
not in human heads. Luther’s treatise To the Christian Nobility is the favorite source for two dominant and seemingly
contradictory theories:^

—

1)

The

first,

a delegation theory, holds that the

creates the priesthood of

all believers.

To

Word

of

God

this priesthood

is

given the office of the ministry, which the priesthood of all believers then delegates to certain of its members for the sake of
good order. From this perspective, the office of ordained ministry has its authority “from below”, i.e., from the delegation
of the universal priesthood.

The second, a divine institution theory, holds that the Word
God creates the office of the ordained ministry. This means
that God has instituted the office for the mission of the church.
2)

of

Power
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From this perspective, the office of ordained ministry has its
authority “from above”, i.e., from the divine institution of God
alone.

To study the history of these two theories on the office of
ordained ministry is to study the history of Lutheranism itself.
From the Reformation to the present theologians, historians,
and scholars have differed greatly on which thread leads out
of the maze. They have posited various relationships between
the two, which exhaust the logical possibilities of relationships
that may obtain between any two entities.
At times a relationship of superordination/subordination
prevails, with one or the other position dominant. Lutheran
orthodoxy tended to emphasize the theory of divine institution,
buttressing it further with scriptural proof. Pietism pressed for
the theory of delegation, subordinating the office of the ministry to the universal priesthood of all believers. Lutheranism
on the continent of North America has been an at-times heated
conversation between the two perspectives.^
Brian Gerrish posits a relationship of tension, or mutual exclusion, between the two theories, pointing to a single sentence
in Luther’s treatise “On the Councils and the Church” which
supports both. There Luther argues the need for pastors and
preachers to minister “for the sake of, and in the name of, the
Church, but still more [viel mehr aber] because of the institution of Christ.” Gerrish summons the German viel mehr aber
to argue “a definite bias toward the idea of divine institution”
An acknowledged tension is resolved in favor of the divine institution theory.

Lowell C. Green posits a relationship of development between the two theories. In the heady days of early reform,
Luther posits a clear preference for the delegation theory, emphasizing in his writings until 1525 the priesthood of all believers as the source of authority for the office of ordained ministry. Around 1525, however, and with peasants’ unrest and
enthusiasts’ fervor, he shifts toward a preference for the divine
institution of the office of ordained ministry.^
Finally, Robert H. Fischer, arguing against both Gerrish ’s
and Green’s interpretations, rejects relationships of mutual exclusion and development and himself posits a different relationship between the delegation and the divine institution theories: both are related to a third. That third party is God,

12

Consensus

and Fischer elaborates: “The authority

of the ordained minindependent of the God-instituted church, nor
derived from the humanly administered church, local or otherwise. God does his work through men, but he retains the
sovereignty before which both the whole body of the church
and its clergy must bow.” 9 The dominant metaphor, then, is
the triangle: both the universal priesthood and the clergy are
related to each other through their relationship to the one God
ister is neither

sovereign to both.
Superordination/subordination, mutual exclusion, development or displacement, two entities related to each other
through their mutual relationship to a third: these options
almost exhaust the logical possibilities of relating any two entities, including the delegation and the divine institution theories
of the office of ordained ministry. When Lutherans turn to discuss the doctrine of ministry, they inevitably wander into the
maze of logical possibilities, textual warrants, and scriptural
arguments. Doctrinal discussions, so waged, take logic as their
arbiter and attend to the rules established by that universe of
discourse: coherence, consistency, and organization.
But I would like to suggest a different point of entry into the
discussion of ministry in the Lutheran churches. Rather than
starting from a doctrine, I propose we start with a rite. Rather
than asking: what did Luther and the Confessions say about
ministry? I propose instead the question: what do we say we
are doing when we ordain? Rather than examining treatises
and propositions, I propose that we examine rites and rubrics.
Rather than raising the questions of coherence and consistency,
I propose that we attend to questions of power.
At the outset, I need to distinguish between the rite as it
The enacted rite may
is written and the rite as it is enacted,
well be quite different from what is actually written down. The
performance allows for more nuance and complexity than the
text. But for the sake of simplicity, and because this article
too is a text, I will limit myself to the text of the rite found in
the Occasional Services Book (1982), with attention to two of
its Reformation antecedents.

Ministry:

A

Ritual Point of Entry^^

Before entering the text of the rite in more detail, it is crititwo sets of assumptions: 1) our own assumptions

cal to lay bare
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about the relationship between ritual and doctrine in general;
2) our assumptions about ritual in particular.
First: what are our assumptions about the relationship between ritual and doctrine in general? Would we be expecting

and

to find definitive ritual confirmation for either the delegation or

the divine institution theory? Would we be expecting to find in
the rite of ordination itself the thread of Ariadne which would
lead us out of the maze of scholarly debate on the Lutheran
doctrine of ministry? Ritual theorist David Kertzer cautions
against a too-easy assumption that rituals are public translaPrivate beliefs may
tions of uniformly held private beliefs.
differ wildly. In the ritual of ordination under investigation,
the private beliefs of the group witnessing and participating in
the rite may run the gamut between the “from below” theory
of delegation to the “from above” theory of divine institution
with several variants in between that not even the systematicians have dreamt up! Rather than homogenizing these various beliefs and interpretations, rituals create “solidarity without consensus” presenting symbols and actions which may be
variously interpreted. Ritual action is less a routinization of
belief, than it is an arena for the enactment of a whole variety
,

of beliefs.

We

would do well to disabuse ourselves of the desire to find
support for any one
of the advanced scholarly arguments for the Lutheran doctrine
of the ministry, whether “from below” “from above” or from
any stray place in between.
Second: what are our assumptions about ritual in particular? A cursory review of ritual theory reveals some interesting
and common commitments among sociologists and anthropologists writing on ritual. Peter L. Berger argues that the sym-

in the rite of ordination itself a clear ritual

,

,

bol systems embedded in ritual practice function as “shield
David Kertzer elaborates that “terror” as
against terror”.
fear of chaos and argues that it is through ritual actions that
“we confront the experiential chaos that envelops us and create order.”
A recent book attempts to liberate ritual from
its almost exclusive association with magical or religious rites
and examine its presence in secular ceremonies as well. Editors Sally Falk Moore and Barbara Myerhoff acknowledge that
the social life itself moves “somewhere between the imaginary
extremes of absolute order, and absolute chaotic conflict and
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anarchic improvisation.” Yet, they locate ritual in the ordering
and structuring side of social life:
Every ceremony is par excellence a dramatic statement against indeterminacy in some field of human affairs. Through order, formality,
and repetition it seeks to state that the cosmos and social world,

some particular small part of them are orderly and explicable
Ritual is a declaration of form against
and for the moment fixed

or

^^

indeterminacy

Victor Turner juxtaposes the structuring side of the social
world with anti-structure, or communitas. Moreover, he defines the pilgrimage on which ritual embarks as always a journey from structure into anti-structure, or communitas^ and
men are released from structure into commuback again:
nitas only to return to structure revitalized by their experience
of communitas. What is certain is that no society can funcHere is a universal,
tion adequately without this dialectic.”
totalizing theory of ritual (“no society can function adequately
without this dialectic”) with structure as its goal. Mary Collins
ritual funcexpresses the same with lapidary simplicity:
tions to master the chaotic and to disclose good order.”
The values in these explanatory universes are clear: unity,
order, structure, purity, indivisibility. Plurality, chaos, multo be avoided
tivocality, heterogeneity are negative qualities
at all costs. Blatant is the assumption that ritual begins and
ends in the landscape of structure, with a brief foray into chaos.
But what if chaos, plurality, polyphony could be entertained
as positive values? What if we could admit and embrace the
ambient chaos of our doctrines, our histories, our daily lives,
beginning and ending our rituals in indeterminacy? I suspect
the practice of ritual contains far more plurality, latent chaos,
and even latent ambiguity than these thoughtful and above all
orderly scholars can admit in their haste to participate in the
rituals of academic explanation.
Moreover, the practice of ritual may even harbor elements
of resistance and subversion, which are not even acknowledged
After all, the explanation of
in these explanations of ritual.
ritual that emerges above begs the questions: whose idea of
order? whose idea of structure? whose idea of unity?
I would like to suggest an understanding of ritual as symbolic behavior that is socially standardized and repetitive, but
.

—
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may not resolve conflict, but open up amThis means that the rite of ordination, so far from
ignoring, or glossing over, or resolving tensions in various understandings of ministry, might simply present the ambiguity.
I suggest an understanding of ritual that in its effect may
not order chaos, but present it quite openly even embrace
it. 20 This means that approaching the rite of ordination for
a single and uni vocal expression of ministry would guarantee
disappointment. Rather, there expressed is a polyphony of
voices speaking various truths about ministry, probably fairly
true to parish experience, but hard to press into the linear
demands of a scholar’s argument.
In sum, I suggest an understanding of ritual that attends
that in

its effect

biguity.

—

power relationships publicly communicated. 21 With mention of the word “power” I turn to a word frequently used in
discussions about authority and leadership but little understood. An emerging literature on the subject begins to distinguish between various types of power: power-over, or the
power of authority, domination, or coercion; power-within or
charismatic power; and power- with, or coactive power. 22
The first form of power, power-over, is the power of domination or control, assuming a relationship of sup eror dination
or subordination between two or more parties. This kind of
power has usually been interpreted as oppressive, but it is also
the power upon which infants and young children depend, as
they begin to grow in a new and uncharted world. It is the
power exercised by institutions in and around which we conduct our lives. It can often constrain, but more often organizes
and orchestrates complex social relationships. It is the power
possessed by teachers whose mastery of a subject attracts to
them students or the power possessed by doctors whose competence and reputation sends them patients. Finally, it is the
power invested in a minister at ordination, particularly if parto

,

—

ticipants interpret ministry as divinely instituted.

Certainly,

kind of power can be used to abuse, to overwhelm, or to
impress, but dismissing it on the basis of these very real abuses
obscures its important role in our lives.
this

A second form of power is power-within, or charismatic
power. This is the power of a prophet, a popular leader, or a
gifted speaker, and it often operates outside institutional structures and sanctions. It is the power that was edited out of the
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emerging institutions in the early church, as we see from varand “wandering teachers”. It is the power of a Teresa of Avila and all those who
“dream dreams” and “see visions” (Joel 2:28), necessitating
close institutional surveillance in the form of numerous spiritual directors, who were delegated to discern from whence the
visions and dreams came. It is the power of a Martin Luther
who, through his rhetoric and his convictions, initiated muchsought reforms within the medieval church. It is the power
originally invoked in the rite of ordination in the words of an
/
ancient hymn: “Vem Sancti Spiritus^' ^^Come Holy Spirit”.
But lest this power be too quickly embraced as antidote
to the oppressions of coercive power, it must be acknowledged
that charismatic power, too, has the potential to enslave. Its
unique form of oppression is impression, in the guise of innocent devotees who turn their wills over to hypnotic and dominating leaders. Names like Adolph Hitler and Jim Jones illumine the dangers. Certainly, this form of power too has enormous destructive potential. But, used appropriately, it also
has place in even the most mundane aspects of our lives.
A third and final form of power is power-with, coactive
power or the power of friendship. This is the power of a grassroots movement or a community organization, the power of
ious warnings against “false prophets”

movement, the feminist movement, the nuclear
movement. It is the power of a treatise like The Rule of
St. Benedict^ which functioned to create a workable community among a group of people who probably had very little in
common. It is the power Jesus signalled to that motley group
he called his disciples, as he told them: “I do not call you servants any longer, because the servant does not know what the
master is doing; but I have called you friends, because I have
made known to you everything that I have heard from my Father” (John 15:15). It is the power exercised by a congregation
to call its leaders, present in the rite of ordination and articthe

civil rights

freeze

ulated in the understanding of ministry as a delegation of the
priesthood of all believers.
Yet, lest coactive power be too easily embraced as the corrective to the abuses, now acknowledged, in both dominative
and charismatic power, this form of power too has its abuses.
Long a strategy of the feminist movement due to its belief
that any exercise of power was the exercise of domination, the

Power
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coactive or consensual power many groups in fact practised led
often to a personal, structureless politics, an inability to recognize very real differences that existed among women, and
a terminal preoccupation with process, which thwarted any

progress toward goals. 23 This final form of power too has the
potential for disaster, but at its best and in its place, this form
of

of

power has the
many.

As a

ability to

empower and

to focus the ministries

ritual activity so understood, the rite of ordination

may be an

induction into the ambiguity surrounding Lutheran
understandings of ministry, a kind of cautionary note on which
to embark in ordained ministry. So far from opting for one
or another of these various forms of power, the rite of ordination presents all three in a dynamic equilibrium, more like
an Alexander Calder mobile, always in motion, each part delicately balanced against the weight of the whole, than the linear
thrust of a logical argument.

Analysis of the Rite of Ordination

But to the text of the rite itself! Luther states quite strongly
“One is born to be a priest, one becomes a minister.” 24 For
him ordination is accomplished by the laying on of hands and
by prayer. 25 It is worth repeating that he resisted composing
an order for ordination and did not immediately publish the
that

one he composed. Luther’s Table Talk contains a brief account
of an ordination at which he himself presided. 25 This account
places the rite within the context of a Sunday worship service,
probably located immediately after the sermon and before the
communion. The setting and location both express a dynamic
of coactive power, power-with. Ordaining in the context of
common worship, rather than in a special assembly of other
clerical colleagues, emphasizes the power of the community.

The

structure of the rite

Reading of

is

as follows:

scriptures: Acts 13:3; Acts 20:29; 1

Tim. 3:1-7; Titus

1:7-9

Prayer
Laying on of hands and the Lord’s Prayer
Concluding prayer
Hymn: “Now Pray We all the Holy Ghost”

An

order presented in the American edition of Luther

Works
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actually a conglomerate of codices from Hamburg, Freiburg,
The structure of this rite is slightly more

and Wittenberg.

elaborate than the previous one.
Examination of the candidate, which may take place on the day of
ordination or the day prior
Hymn: “Veni Sancte Spiritus”/“Come Holy Spirit”
Collect of the Holy Spirit
Reading of scriptures: 1 Tim. 3:1-7; Acts 20:28-31
Admonition
Laying on of hands and the Lord’s Prayer
Prayer, which “explains more fully the three parts of the Lord’s
Prayer” 27

Charge to the ordinand
Blessing

Hymn: “Now

Let Us Pray to the Holy Ghost”
Consecration of the communion

At the core

of both rites is the laying on of hands and
important to note that the prayer prescribed for
these early rites is not a special prayer, reserved for stewards of
the mysteries; rather, it is the Lord’s Prayer, the prayer which
Christ gave to all people, that they might know “what and how
to pray. both the way and the words” .28 Of this prayer, Luther
writes elsewhere: “Thus there is no nobler prayer to be found
on earth, for it has the excellent testimony that God loves to
hear it.” 29 The Lord’s Prayer is a prayer of all the people, one
which the head of the family should teach to the household.
The use of this prayer in the setting of ordination emphasizes
the power of the community, coactive power or power-with.
It is not clear from either of these orders who prayed the

prayer.

It is

.

.

But it is clear
from the Large and Small Catechisms whose prayer this is: the
Lord’s Prayer belongs to the whole of Christendom. Finally,
it is worth asking of the current rite of ordination: why is the
Lord’s Prayer nowhere to be found?^9
But ordination is accomplished by prayer and by the laying
on of hands. In both rites, balancing this expression of the
power of the community in prayer is the laying on of hands,
and this was done by a clergyperson. In Reformation enactments of these early rites, that person was often Luther himself.
However, in neither of these early rites does the commentary
suggest that this action is open to the laity. In this simple
prayer: the ordainer or the entire congregation.

Power

19

act of the laying on of hands, another kind of power is communicated: power-over, in this situation, an expression of the

authority of the institution

itself.

There is a final power present in both rites: charismatic
power or power-within. Obviously, any candidate for the position has shown requisite gifts for ministry. These gifts of the
candidate are specifically named in the second rite as part of
the admonition. But a key emphasis in both rites is the naming and invoking of the source of these and all gifts: the Holy
Spirit. The titles of the hymns suggested for the liturgy resonate with the Spirit’s presence: “Now Pray We All the Holy
Ghost”, “Come Holy Spirit”, and “Now Let us Pray to the
Holy Ghost”. Moreover, the second rite specifically names the
collect of the Holy Spirit as the prayer of the day. It is critical
to invoke and acknowledge the presence of the Spirit, source
and sustainer of all gifts, in these rites of ordination. This
emphasis points to charismatic power, power-within.
In spite of, or perhaps because of, Luther’s reluctance to
publish a rite of ordination, by 1535 Elector John Frederick
set forth a standard order for the examination, calling, and ordination of candidates, which has been elaborated and altered
down to this day. In his Commentary on the Occasional Services^ Philip
rite

H. Pfatteicher traces the history of the present

and delineates

its

various parts:^l

Presentation

Address
Examination
Prayers

Hymn; “Veni Creator Spiritus”/“Come Creator
Thanksgiving with the laying on of hands
Giving of the stole
Exhortation: 1 Tim. 6:11-12, Acts 20:28,

1

Spirit”

Pet. 5:2-4,

1

Cor.

4:1-2
Blessing

Questions to the congregation

The peace
Offering

Here again, the three forms of power emerge. Unlike the
rite of ordination, this rite gives prominence to the
congregation’s role, strong evidence of a power that is embedded in the priesthood of all believers. ^2 h is important to stress

Roman
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that clergy both participate in and serve this universal priesthood; thus, this power is a power they share with the congregation. The presentation, which opens the rite, is usually made
by a layperson, and she testihes to the candidate’s readiness
in a string of verbs which suggests the role that the universal
priesthood plays in the rite: preparing, examining, certifying,
and calling this person to the office of ministry.^^
The address immediately following is spoken by the presiding minister and is three-fold in character. It emphasizes, not
the special, clergy-only privileges which will fall to the new
minister, but rather custody of those common actions which
mark the corporate life of the universal priesthood: the forgiveness of sins, baptism, and the eucharist. Again, the focus is on
the corporate life; the ritual gesture, one of coactive power.
Now attention turns to the candidate, as the presiding minister begins the examination. In addition to custody of the

common

actions definitive of the church, the minister

is

bound

to four other sets of practices: recognition of the divine call to

a ministry of

Word and Sacrament;
commitment

acceptance of the creeds

ways of living; and
These are questions appropriately posed by one who has her/himself had to make answer.
Together, they express the collegial character of ordained ministry and the institutional quality of the rite. Particularly, the
affirmation that “the Church’s call is God’s call” in the first
question buttresses the argument that ministry is indeed a divine institution. These moments present a power-over that
stems ultimately from God and is articulated throughout the

and

confessions;

to certain

faithful witness in the world.

church.

The Prayers

that follow at this point are prayers of intercession. Ordinarily, this service would follow immediately
after the sermon or the sermon hymn and lead immediately
into the liturgy of the Eucharist. Again, the prayers are for
the whole people of God and from the whole people of God.
In actual structure, these prayers abridge the broad-ranging
Prayer of the Church, asking special blessing from the people
for all those in the office of the ministry and in particular the
candidate before them, but also for the world, for all those
who suffer, and for all the saints. The space for other intercessions opens this prayer to the whole people of God and invites
concerns large, small, and entirely unrelated to the particular

;

j

|

|

j

!

|!
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The power expressed here points back
community and the whole people of God, an

occasion of ordination.
to the gathered

articulation of coactive

The

power or power- with.

hymn

invokes the source of all gifts, the Holy
this infuses the service with a spirit of
charismatic power, the indwelling power of the Spirit.
The central prayer of the rite is the Thanksgiving^ which is
spoken along with the laying on of hands. The prayer opens in
conscious imitation of the Great Thanksgiving in the eucharistic service and the thanksgiving in the baptismal rite. Its words
echo 1 Corinthians 12:4-11, which constellates a variety of gifts
around the Giver. Each member of the body possesses her/his
own unique gift, and all are “activated by one and the same
Again, the focus in on a shared power, power- with,
Spirit”.
inspired and activated by the indwelling Spirit, power- within.
The gestures which accompany this prayer, however, are gestures open in the rubrics only to presiding minister and other
ordained clergy, as they lay hands on the candidate. This is a
clear indication of the power that accrues to that community
within a community, a power over the larger community, exercised by a smaller community in faithful. Spirit-formed and
Spirit.

following

As noted above,

Spirit-informed leadership.
The next part of the rite, the giving of the stole the exhortation^ and the blessing^ is a conversation among the holders of
the office. The stole is given as a sign of the work attending that
office; the exhortation consists of a series of biblical passages
which attach to
interestingly, none of them from the Gospels!
the office. The first, 1 Timothy 6:11-12, is an imperative toward the virtues of faith: righteousness, godliness, faith, love,
endurance, and gentleness. The second. Acts 20:28, describes
the guardianship which both the pastor and the people have of
the church. The duty is not one that the pastor does on behalf
of the people, but rather one that falls to both parties. The
third, 1 Peter 5:2-4, details how the ordained minister should
exercise the power and authority vested in her/him: “not by
constraint, but willingly, not for shameful gain but eagerly, not
as domineering over those in your charge but being examples
to the flock.” In fact, these particular exhortations are important curbs to any exercise of power-over. In this setting, these

—

words both acknowledge the very real presence of this kind of
power in the office and caution against its abuse. The fourth.
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1 Corinthians 4:1-2, depicts the ordained ministry as one of
servantship and stewardship and depicts the ordained minister

as one

who

trustworthy.

The

exhortation comes neither
from scripture nor Luther’s early rites; it is, however, simple
good sense and a prescription for potential pastoral burn-out.
This last petition probably ought to be recited daily in every
pastor’s study, in particular the last sentence: “And be of good
courage, for God has called you, and your labor in the Lord is
not in vain.” The words contain both comfort and challenge.
is

final

Even

as the discouragements of ministry are here laid bare, so
the rather severe reminder that not all labor in the office
may be labor “in the Lord”
The blessing which follows, a paraphrase of Hebrews 13:2021, again is a reminder of the sources of all powers, “the God
of peace who brought again from the dead our Lord Jesus”,
and Jesus Christ, identified here as “the great shepherd” not
of all shepherds, as has been the obvious imagery of the prior
exhortations, but as “the great shepherd of the sheep”. Any
tendencies toward clerical smugness in a section of the rite
which consists of a conversation among clergy are hereby undercut by reference to the shepherd, before whom all of us are
is

mere “sheep”.

The
tion

final part of the rite, the questions to the

and the sharing of

congrega-

moves power again from
the body of believers gathered

the peace

the collegium of ministers into
and support. They are asked explicitly to receive
the candidate as a servant of Christ, and they are asked for
their ongoing prayers. With affirmative responses to these two
questions, the minister is then acclaimed as having “Christ’s
authority to preach the Word and administer the Sacraments,
serving God’s people.” Those espousing a divine institution
theory of ministry might leap on the acclamation as ritual supfor witness

port for their side. Yet, the acclamation is contexted in a series
of questions and affirmations on the part of the congregation,
without which the minister could not be acclaimed. The balance of powers, between the power- over of “Christ’s authority”
and the ritual exhortations posed by clergy to clergy and the
power- with of the congregational affirmations, is important in
the whole choreography of the rite itself.

j

|

|

!
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Conclusion
If

we

we focus on a

doctrinal explanation of Lutheran ministry,
maze of competing interpretations, each

find ourselves in a

one pushing in a different direction as the only way out of a
hermeneutical morass. One scholar argues for a divine institution theory of ministry; another, for a delegation of ministry
from the priesthood of all believers; a third, for a tension between the two theories; a fourth creatively posits that the two
are related only when they are related to a third, nothing less
than the Word of God itself. All cite cogent and persuasive
evidence from the annals of the Reformation.
If we focus instead on a ritual expression of Lutheran minor, better,
istry, we find ourselves looking at vectors of power
vectors of powers. Rather than arguing for a single doctrinal explanation of Lutheran ministry and presenting a single
vector of power, the rite of ordination calls for a far more nuanced and ambiguous understanding of the office. The text of
the rite is a delicate choreography of various forms of power.
Now there is the power-over of “Christ’s authority” and the
gestures of laying on hands, which is enacted by others who
share it. At other points in the rite, however, there is the
coactive and consensual power, power-with, of a congregation,
as it presents for ordination a candidate whom it attests has
been “prepared, examined, certified, and called” to ministry,
as it affirms its support and on-going prayer for the candidate, and as it names its responsibility along with the minister
for guardianship of the Word of God itself. Finally, there is
the charismatic power, power- within, of nothing less than the
Spirit of God, source of all gifts, whose participation is invoked
in prayer and hymn and whose indwelling presence is necessary
for the on-going work of the church.
No single power dominates. Rather, like a Calder mobile,
each arm of power balances the others in a single aesthetic
work. Without the dynamic equilibrium between the various
parts the piece would cease all movement; with it, however,
the piece is always moving. Perhaps a mobile is a good cipher
for parish life: constructed with a creative tension among the
various parts that keeps everything in constant motion!
The rite of ordination is instruction in each of these forms of
power and induction into the tension that exists among them.

—
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necessary to the on-going movement and delight of the whole.
Rather like the Trinity itself. and that’s not a bad analogy for
ministry in the least. ^5
.

.
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leadership, various kinds of tongues” (1 Corinthians 12:28).

Scripture

appears no more univocal than Luther or the Confessions. but perhaps
calls for a similar kind of balance.
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